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What

did

the

coming

of Yeshua

bring

to

the

Sabbath?

y the first century
of the C o m m o n
Era, the Jewish
people had spread
throughout the Roman Empire,
and everyone knew at least three
things about them: They practiced
circumcision, they ate no pork,
and they kept the Sabbath day. Of
these three marks of Jewish identity, the Sabbath was the most influential among non-Jews. It was
during the first century that the
seven-day weekly cycle began to
spread among the nations, and it
was marked off by nothing except
the Sabbath day.1
Within Judaism there were
other developments. The Sabbath
was adorned with new theological
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meanings. Among apocalyptically
oriented people, there arose the
ideas of the Cosmic Week and the
eschatological Sabbath, according
to which world history was to endure through six thousand years,
which would be followed by a
thousand-year-long Sabbath, during which the Earth would lie desolate, just as the land was fallow
during the sabbatical year.2 Many
thought that would be followed by
eternal Sabbath,3 just as the sabbatical year was followed by the
Jubilee.
In the Diaspora, the Jewish philosopher Philo articulated yet another Sabbath doctrine, that of the
celestial or transcendental Sabbath.
God alone, he said, truly rests, but

it is not a rest of inactivity; it is a
freedom from toil and change.
Accordingly, God eternally keeps
perpetual Sabbath.4
The Book ofJubilees taught that
God raised up Israel so that He
would have a people to keep the
Sabbath on Earth. In Eretz Israel,
rabbis commonly taught that the
Sabbath was given only to Israel,
though Diaspora Jews like Philo
held more universalistic ideas
about the subject.
Alongside such Sabbath
haggadah there developed an elaborate Sabbath halakah, especially in
Pharisaic circles. Rules upon rules
were formulated about how to keep
the Sabbath, familiar to us from the
Mishnah tractates Shabbath and
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Erubin. But there was no general
agreement about all the details.
The Sadducees, like the Samaritans, the Essenes, and the Falashas,
forbade fire and sexual intercourse
on Sabbath; but the Pharisees permitted lamps to burn if they were
lighted before Sabbath, and they
encouraged marital relations on the
eve of the Sabbath. The sectarians
of Qumran even forbade bowel
movements on the Sabbath, and
they allowed no toil on the Sabbath to rescue a beast or even to
save human life.5 The Pharisees,
however, admitted the rule of
Pekkuach Nephesh (Mortal Danger), according to which the Sabbath could be disregarded in the
event of a life-threatening emergency.
In the midst of such disagreements, Yeshua appeared on the
scene with startlingly definite ideas
about the Sabbath. According to
the Gospels, about almost no other
topic did he enter into more controversy than about the Sabbath.
But these controversies were never
about whether the Sabbath should
be observed, but about how it
should be observed.
His basic premise is stated in
Mark 2:27, 28: "The Sabbath was
made for man, not man for the
Sabbath; so the Son of man is lord
even of the Sabbath." 6 These
words were more revolutionary and
perhaps disturbing than they may
now sound. It had been taught
that Israel had been created for the
sake of the Sabbath, and that the
Sabbath was given only to Israel.
Yeshua contradicted both ideas:
"The Sabbath was made for
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man—a universalizing view of the
Sabbath that stood much conventional thinking on its head.7 "The
Son of man" was his usual self-designation, so by declaring himself
to be "the lord of the Sabbath" he
was claiming to be the final authority about how it should be observed. And how was that?
Yeshua was a healer, and the
Gospels record at least seven
healings that he performed on the
Sabbath day. If these cases had
been life-threatening emergencies,
that would not have been remarkable; but at least six of them were
healings of chronic illnesses and
disabilities—a man with an "unclean spirit" (Mark 1:21-28), a
man with a withered hand (Mark
3:1-6 and parallels), a stooped
woman (Luke 13:10-17), a man
with dropsy (Luke 14:1-6), a man
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who had been paralyzed for thirtyeight years (John 5), and a man
born blind (John 9). It was this
bold and public challenge to the
received Sabbath halakah that
aroused the hostility of the Pharisees. After the healing of the man
with the withered hand, "the Pharisees went out, and immediately
held counsel with the Herodians
against him, how to destroy him"

(Mark 3:6).
The case of the stooped woman
especially illuminates the contrast
between Yeshua and his opponents.
Jesus was teaching in the synagogue
when he noticed "a woman who
had had a spirit of infirmity for
eighteen years; she was bent over
and could not fully straighten herself" (Luke 13:11)—clearly a
chronic condition, not a sudden
emergency. Yeshua could have
waited a day to perform this healing without endangering the
woman's life, but he chose not to
prolong her suffering another day:
He called her and said to her,
"Woman, you are freed from
your infirmity." And he laid
his hands upon her, and immediately she was made
straight, and she praised
God. But the ruler of the
synagogue, indignant because Jesus had healed on the
Sabbath, said to the people,
"There are six days on which
work ought to be done; come
on those days and be healed,
and not on the Sabbath day"
(Luke 13:12-14).
The response of Yeshua was not
gentle:
You hypocrites! Does not
each of you on the Sabbath
untie his ox or his ass from
the manger, and lead it away
to water it? And ought not
this woman, a daughter of
Abraham whom Satan bound
for eighteen years, be loosed
from this bond on the Sabbath day? (Luke 13:15-16.)
It was a bold and devastating
argument. The halakah forbade
the carrying of burdens on the Sabbath. In essence, Yeshua was saying: This woman has been carrying a heavy burden for eighteen
years, but you condemn me for
removing her burden so that she
can truly keep Sabbath for the first
time in eighteen years!
On another occasion, the Pharisees criticized him because his hungry disciples plucked heads of grain
to eat on the Sabbath (Matthew
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12:1-8; cf. Mark 2:23-28). (The
majority of scribal opinion regarded this act as involving reaping and threshing, two of the
thirty-nine activities forbidden on
the Sabbath, according to Mishnah
Shabbat 7:2.) Yeshua defended
their actions, not on the basis that
the Sabbath is no longer an obligation, but on the basis of scriptural
precedent: the activity of priests in
the Temple on Sabbath and the incident of David and the shewbread
(1 Samuel 21:1-6).8 His argument
was that the service of God and the
relieving of human need are legitimate actions on the Sabbath.
Matthew's account of the Sabbath controversies is prefaced by a
saying of Yeshua that is profoundly
important for Sabbath theology:
Come to me, all who labor
and are heavy-laden, and I
will give you rest. Take my
yoke upon you, and learn
from me; for I am gentle and
lowly in heart, and you will
find rest for your souls. For
my yoke is easy, and my burden is light (Matthew 11:2830).
"Rest" here translates the Greek
word anapausis, which is used in
the Septuagint (the ancient Greek
translation of the Bible) as one of
the translations of Sabbath rest.
T h e implication is that true
Sabbathkeeping is not just the outward observance of a day but an
inward experience. Just as he
pointed out the inner dimension
of the sixth and seventh commandments of the Decalogue—hatred is
murder, lust is adultery (Matthew
5:21-30)—Yeshua now reveals the
inner dimension of the Sabbath.
This particular insight is unparalleled in earlier literature. Alongside the eschatological Sabbath of
apocalyptic literature and the transcendental Sabbath of Philo,
Yeshua places before us the concept
of the existential Sabbath.
Later Christianity built upon
this spiritual theology of the Sabbath, as well as the earlier theologies. The book of Revelation
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(chapter 20) presents the
eschatological Sabbath. The letter to the Hebrews (chapters 3
and 4) produces a fascinating
synthesis of the transcendental
Sabbath of Philo with the existential Sabbath of Yeshua: "There
remains a Sabbath rest for the
people of God; for whoever enters God's rest also ceases from his
labors as God did from his" (Hebrews 4:9-10).
After New Testament times, the
spiritualization of the Sabbath took
an unfortunate turn under the influence of Gnostic sentiment and
anti-Judaism after the Bar Cochba
revolt. Christians wanted to discard what was regarded as a major
mark of Jewish identity. And just
as Gnosticism opposed the spiriIt was
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tual to the physical and literal, they
tried to divorce the Sabbath experience from the Sabbath day. The
mainstream of Christianity to a degree tried to resist such thinking,
but its resistance was not completely successful. Justin Martyr,
for example, shortly after the
middle of the second century declared, "True Sabbath-keeping is
ceasing from sinning." He said this
in the context of rejecting literal
keeping of the Sabbath day.
Thus we see a curious paradox.
Pharisaism wanted a Sabbath day
without a Sabbath experience.
Gnosticizing Christianity wanted
a Sabbath experience without a
Sabbath day. Both were guilty of
the same sin: putting asunder what

the Lord had joined together.
Christians who take seriously the
teaching of Yeshua will want both
a Sabbath of the soul and a Sabbath of the body.

'Upon the seven-day week marked off
by Sabbarhs, Gentiles superimposed also
a system that has been called "the planetary week," whereby each day of the week
was placed under the tutelage of one of
the seven "planets" (which in ancient
thinking included the sun and moon),
often identified with deities.
2
The starting point for this idea was
Psalm 90:4. It can be found frequently in
the pseudepigraphical literature and rabbinic literatute. The classic statement of
it is found in Bavli Sanhedrin 97a-b.
3
For example, in Mekilta de Rabbi
Ishmael, Shabbata 1, we read: " . . . The
world to come, which is characterized by
the kind of holiness possessed by the Sabbath of this world. We thus learn that the
Sabbath possesses a holiness like that of
the future world. And thus it says: 'A
Psalm: a Song of the Sabbath day' (Psalm
92:1), referring to the world in which
there is Sabbath all the time."
4
See Philo De Cherubim 87-90; Legum
Allegoria 1.5-6.
5
In the document now known as the
Covenant of Damascus, there is a list of
twenty-four Sabbath prohibitions, the
rwenty-third of which forbids the use of a
rope, ladder, or other rool to save a man
from warer or fire. Theodore Gaster and
Geza Vermes both wish to emend the text
to make it a positive command to extend
help, because such a prohibition is contrary to rabbinic halakah. But there is no
justification for such an emendation—the
rules of the Qumran sectarians were different. Another one of their prohibitions
was againsr lifting a beasr out of a ditch
on the Sabbath.
f,
Bible quotations are from the Revised
Standard Version.
7
It is true that a generation later Rabbi
Simon ben Menasiah said, "The Sabbath
is given to you but you are not surrendered to the Sabbath" (Mekilta Shabbata
1). But the "you" here meant only Israel.
8
The incident of 1 Samuel 21:1-6 took
place on the Sabbath. According to
Leviticus 24:8, the freshly baked
shewbread was placed in the sanctuary
every Sabbath, and the old bread was removed. Ir was this that David and his men
received from Ahimelech rhe priest (1
Samuel 21:6). This bread was normally
eaten only by the priests, but Ahimelech
felt justified in providing it to David's men
because David represented them as observing the rule of holy war, keeping themselves from women.

